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Praise for Brian David Bruns




This man has seen it all.

—Deborah Roberts, ABC 20/20




Cruise Confidential is a very funny, behind-the-scenes exploration of a cruise ship.

—Booklist




I found it absolutely hysterical.

—Peter Greenberg, NBC Today Show




Cruise Confidential is a deliciously addictive read, a blistering kiss-and-tell.

—Doug Lansky, Travel Channel




Leviathan marks a seamless transition into genre, fusing his passion for travel with horror.

—Caitlyn Bahrenberg, Downtown Magazine




Bruns’ prose not only invokes fear and suspense, but also proves his steady and deliberate writing voice.

—Writer's Digest








1. Bob's Mangrove Tour



“THE SOMOSOMO PEOPLE were fed with human flesh during their stay … they being on a visit at the time. Some of the chiefs of other tribes, when bringing their food, carried a cooked human being on one shoulder and a pig on the other; but they always preferred the ‘long pig,’ as they call a man, when baked.”


—Reverend John Watsford. November 6, 1846. Ono, Fiji.






I did not trust Bob. I did not trust Bob for a lot of reasons. 

First of all, I didn’t think his name was really Bob. Everyone else I’d met here had names like Penaia or Waisale. They lived in villages with names like Namaqumaqua and Naboutini. We viewed a few such-named places from our little boat puttering across Somosomo Bay. Bob drove the boat, his broad black hand easily encircling the steering arm of the outboard motor. With pride he claimed the latter village as his home. 

I did believe that, at least. 

Bob was a very large man. He was perhaps six feet in height, which is tall but not overly so. His girth, however, was indeed overly. Perhaps even superlative. Bob was a very fat man. His features were rather small for such a large body, rather pinched. His tightly curled hair was lusciously black. So too was his skin—all but the bottoms of his feet, which were bare. Unlike most of the other islanders we had met, he did not smile much. That is not to say he was dour. He was just sort of uninterested, just sort of there.

He checked his cell phone a lot. It was incongruous to see a native man in his native element waxing poetic about his native village checking his cell phone like an angsty American teen. Sometimes he was genuinely proud of his subject, or seemed so—especially when discussing village life. But regarding other subjects he seemed to be just going through the motions. I couldn’t tell if I was being played or not. (That wasn’t new. Just ask my ex-wife.) 

Secondly, Bob claimed to be a dive instructor. This, despite his glancing over the sides of our boat with nothing less than abject fear. To me, each colorful fish in the crystalline waters was a delight, a fascinating glimpse into a far corner of the world—the glorious, evocative South Pacific. To him, the fish were something else. Venomous, perhaps, or at least toothy and mean. For all I knew he thought they were sharks. But our resort, Crusoe’s Retreat, claimed he was a dive instructor. At least they let him wear a T-shirt claiming such, and they let him drive the dive boat, despite an obvious fear of the water. 

So I didn’t believe Bob was really a dive instructor, and I didn’t believe Bob was really a Bob. 

I did believe Bob was a cannibal. And the only thing scarier than a cannibal is a fat cannibal.

He steered our puttering little boat into a tiny cleft in a mass of mangroves. They were tall and gnarled and dense, those mangroves. They defined the shore as a wall, flowered and green and pretty—and solid, but for that tiny cleft. 

Inside, the water no longer shown blue. Here it was brown and murky, dotted by the yellow of sinking leaves. Beneath the surface snaked the tangled roots of the mangroves. The trunks themselves rose from the water, to overhead arc, twist, entangle. Their branches corkscrewed so tightly light itself was unable to wend its way through. 

Our boat penetrated somewhat more successfully but was dependent upon the narrow, claustrophobic channel. Both sides were barred to us, at least as far as the dwindling light shone. As we delved deeper, our shadows preceded us. They grew longer and longer as we pushed further and further from light, from escape. And escape was the correct word, for trunks rising from the water looked nothing less than acres of prison bars. 

The boat was long enough for half a dozen rows of benches, wide enough for them to be parted by an aisle, forming pairs of love seats. They were metal, those seats, as unappealing to gaze upon as they were to sit upon. The floor of the boat was of flat, gritty metal. It was splotchy from splashing waves and wet shoes, the latter of which also deposited dirt in tread-shaped whorls. Above us was a bright blue tarp, now no longer needed to ward off the sun. The poles that held it up were metal and fat and hollow. I knew they were hollow because of the sound they made when getting thumped by the branches of aggressive mangroves. 

Fiji Bob led us deeper into the very dark, very wild jungle of the Cannibal Islands. 

You see, Fiji was not always known as Fiji. Like so many places in the world it became ‘known’ only when it was recorded by a white man. Those first white men were big names in exploration: Dutchman Abel Tasman (of Tasmania fame), English sailing juggernaut Captain James Cook (after whom Star Trek’s Captain Kirk was modeled), and even Captain William Bligh (sailing through in an open boat after being evicted during the mutiny on the Bounty). 

These white men took the liberty of naming the land, as they had all over the world: on the top of the globe Denali became Mt. McKinley, on the bottom Uluru became Ayers Rock. In both of those cases the name was to honor a notable figure of the white’s world. In the case of Fiji, however, the name was in fear of the notable behavior of the locals. 

Cannibalism had been practiced by the Fijian locals for two-and-a-half millennia. As this began long before the onset of writing in Oceania, such claims were based on other evidence. Most definitive were the remains of humans replete with unmistakable signs of butchery. 

Upon learning of this intriguing ‘first’ name, I thought of the proverbial white explorer in a pot. I always enjoyed cartoons depicting such things, which appealed to my sense of adventure and usually involved some ironic or pithy remark. But I also knew this was rarely based on reality, if ever. Was this the situation with the Cannibal Isles? 

Not exactly. At least, not according to history. 

In Fiji only one white man was ever ‘officially’ eaten. Apparently one can be eaten officially, or just eaten. I suspect it matters more to the eater than the eatee. It happened to the unfortunate Reverend Baker. (More on him later.) It happened on Viti Levu, the largest, main island of the Fiji group. That was the island we were on now. So was cannibalism really over and done with?

Not exactly. At least, not according to Bob. 

Cannibalism is inherently fascinating. 

100 years ago, in America, cannibals were in vogue. A new-fangled thing called a motion picture brought the wildest corners of the world to your neighborhood. Some of the biggest cannibal hits were Martin Johnson’s 1918 film Among the Cannibal Isles of the South Pacific and Universal Jewel’s 1920 Shipwrecked Among the Cannibals. The latter boasted critical raves such as “The pictures are exciting—and intensely interesting—and different.” (Bold text is original.) The former proudly boasted “6000 feet of thrilling adventure”, as if people knew what the hell that meant. (It means the movie was about an hour.) In 1930 Disney even made a cartoon called Cannibal Caper. Its depiction of natives was, to my mind at least, more horrific than the subject. 

For some, the taboo of cannibalism is enough to scare them away from the topic at large. No details necessary, thank you. For others the taboo is the draw. For them it’s like scratching an itch. I know its wrong, thank you, but it’s just too good to pass up. 

My fascination with cannibalism stems from a bit of both of those things. But really it’s my love for the age of exploration and the discovery of new places, of the discovery of alien cultures and the subsequent clashes thereof. Okay, okay, there’s also a healthy dose of appreciation for Hannibal Lecter. I would argue it wasn’t his penchant for liver and fava beans so much as his appreciation for the accompanying nice chianti. Hannibal was a sophisticate, which made his embrace of the taboo perhaps more surprising and, thusly, more intriguing. 

And Bob? He merely stared at the uncompromising depths, equal in understanding as a cat at a calendar. We asked him questions about the profound foliage. He did not answer. He did not even shrug. He just sort of shrugged with his eyes. I don’t know how exactly one can shrug with only their eyes, but Bob did. Then he checked his cell phone. 

By we, I mean my wife Aurelia and I, as well as a middle-aged couple from Newark. He was a slight man in tennis attire, lightly mustached, mute. His wife was much larger than he, of an agitated disposition. She also did not speak, but was far from mute. From her corner emanated a chorus of peeps and squeaks and other less-definable sounds. From the way she had stared down into the crystalline waters of Somosomo Bay, I suspected that she too had thought the fish to be toothy and mean. From the way she avoided looking at Bob now, I suspected that she too thought him to be a cannibal. 

We suspected Fiji Bob had eaten human flesh because, after taking us into the dark recesses of the mangrove swamp, he admitted he had.

But cannibals weren’t the reason my wife and I came here. 

I should begin at the beginning. 
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Cartoon from The Saturday Evening Post. 










2. Behind the Bure



“THIS MORNING A little after break of day I was surprised to hear voices of several persons who were talking very loudly near the front fence of the mission premises. On going out to ascertain the cause of the noise, I found a human head in our garden.” 


—Reverend David Cargill. November 1, 1839. Rewa, Fiji.






She wanted beaches.

Fiji was known for beautiful beaches. My wife and I had the privilege of seeing a great number of the world’s greatest beaches. In fact, of Conde Nast’s twenty-four best beaches in the world, we’d already seen eighteen of them. 

I am not bragging. I am complaining. 

What was left? Why, just the beaches of Thailand, the Maldives, French Polynesia, the Philippines … and Massachusetts, for some reason. Go figure. Of course my wife didn’t want to go to Massachusetts. Thus we had to go further and further for something new and worthy. Worthy is relative, of course, but after sunning oneself at Saint-Tropez on the French Riviera, Mississippi’s Gulf Coast loses some of its draw. 

The worst part, though, was that I don’t want beaches. 

When traveling, I want my days wandering among foreign architecture, learning foreign history, eating foreign cuisine. Or, if lacking civilization, hiking up mountains to smell the thin air, or slogging through jungles to hear exotic animals. 

When traveling, my wife wants her days sitting in the sun to sweat, to burn, to itch. 

We split the difference. 

We agreed on Fiji—home to world-class beaches—but not to an isolated resort upon those beaches. 

First, to fly Air Pacific from Las Vegas to Nadi (deceptively pronounced Nandi). With a layover that was seventeen hours. They were icy-cold, cramped hours. Then, to drive the Queen’s Highway from Nadi to Crusoe’s Retreat. With a two-hour wait for the autobus, that was an additional six hours. They were steamy-hot, drowsy hours. The sun roasted us through the windows, the winding roads lulled us to sleep. But we fought it, not wanting to miss a thing. We gazed upon crops, then palms, and more than a few wild hogs. 

And so it was that, after twenty-four hours, we finally arrived at our resort. I wondered if it was exactly the minute we departed for it, as we’d crossed the international date line. I was too tired to do the math. 

We turned off on a one-lane road. Though of dirt, it was smooth. Both sides were lush with foliage—deceptively so. For near green tricked the eye by blending with far green; the road was in fact upon a narrow spine rising higher and higher above parallel valleys. Beyond rose again green-clad foothills, speckled red with brilliant flowers, white with flapping birds. A plummet would have meant a quick death. 

Finally, after four kilometers, we paused at the top of the road’s saddle. 

Before us rose an entranceway, capped by blue tiles and sides girt with signs. NI SA MOCE, one read. Crusoe’s Retreat: Fiji’s Best Kept Secret, read another. Beyond the gateway spread the magnificent blue of the South Pacific. The island’s surrounding reef was clearly delineated by an arc of white foam. Suddenly we didn’t mind being sweat-soaked and exhausted beyond the ability to speak coherently. 

Onward we drove, plummeting, corkscrewing down to the sea. There, to the cluster of thatched cottages, patios, and bars. 

It was for those thatched cottages we had selected Crusoe’s Retreat. We like huts on the beach. Specifically huts with coconut leaf roofs. In Fiji those are called bures (pronounced boo-rays). Crusoe’s had the best. We got the one at the end, where the jungle meets the sea. 

The bure was magnificent. It was a singular dwelling with a highly peaked roof. A few steps led up to a small, shaded patio, which led to a wide, open chamber. We gazed up at the high, thatched ceiling, punctuated by a ceiling fan. It lazed, not really necessary. All the walls were not made of traditional bamboo, but modern materials. They were given to large windows and sliding doors; the sea breeze blew right through as if we were not indoors at all. The furnishings were wicker, offering a delightful creak upon sitting. A day bed lay open and inviting near the door. The night bed was recessed in a corner, draped in a gauzy canopy to ward off insects, should such be necessary. 

We dropped heavy luggage off sore shoulders. We stripped sweaty clothing off wet bodies. We fell naked upon the day bed. With doors and windows open wide to the blue and the green, to let in the sea’s breeze, the surf’s distant crash against the reef, we slept. 

It was the best nap of our lives. 

We woke in the early evening. The dwindling light was soft and golden. The shadows were long, but inviting. I heard a rustling outside on the patio. 

Quickly I slipped on a pair of shorts, headed outside. 

The setting sun lit a patch in the darkening foliage, highlighting a series of tiny houses. They rested before the bamboo skirting that hid the bure’s stilts. They were adorable. Two little houses—stilts below, thatch above: bures for birds. 

Only they weren’t. 

The openings were too small. And they were covered with webs. And their occupants.

These were spider houses!

The rustling sound came again. 

I quickly glanced to the small rise of rocks beside the patio. They were piled up to hold back the jungle, as if that were possible. Beyond was nothing but green and green, palms rising from undulating grass-and-moss-girt humps. Upon those rocks wriggled a mongoose. Seeing me seeing him, he dashed off into the jungle. 

I wondered if they had snakes on the island. Probably, because it was a long way for Saint Patrick to go. And besides, after banishing the reptiles out of Ireland, there’d be a lot less reason to leave!

The mongoose’s presence brought my attention to a slight footpath skirting the shore, just above the carved-out embankment, kept intact by roots. 

Curious, my wife and I took to exploring it. 

After rounding the curve which rounded our bure, the jungle began to glow. The setting sun had dropped below the canopy of jungle, to light all from the side. Beside us the sea was a blinding sparkle. Before us trunks glowed golden brown, foliage shone healthy and vibrant, flowers erupted in brilliant reds and yellows. And glowing in whitewash …. 

In the shadow of paradise waits something else. 

Nestled tightly among the palms and shrubs lay a dozen grave markers. Others disappeared deeper into the jungle, lost to shadows. All were ledgers—thick slabs of stone covering the entire grave—and most were capped with slanted headstones. Only the headstones were whitewashed, drab and beaten by the elements. All wore crosses. 

The sun slipped below the sea and the darkness of the jungle flexed. 

From behind us, back in paradise, came a brutal thud. Then another. 

THWACK! THWACK!

“Happy Hour!” cried a voice. The word ‘hour’ was shortened so abruptly as to sound like “Happy, Or!”

Or what? I wondered.
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In the shadow of paradise waits something else.










3. Diani's Dream Tour



“AFTER A BATTLE, the victors would cook and eat many of the slain at once, but generally some of the bodies were borne home to the victors’ village. There they were offered to the gods, and afterwards cooked and divided among the men, the priests always coming in for a large share. Women’s bodies were considered better for the favorite portions. So delicious was human flesh held to be, that the highest praise that could be given to other food was to say: ‘It is as good as bokola.’” 


—Alfred St Johnston. Camping Among Cannibals, Macmillan, 1883. Traveler, Fiji.






The voice, it turned out, belonged to a man named Diani. We had met him the first day hosting the hermit crab races. We waited for him the second day for a botanical tour. 

We waited upon the rough grass of Crusoe’s expansive lawn. We listened to the birds chirp, for there were many. We identified five, maybe six different species flitting about and welcoming the day. There was no sea breeze at this early hour, only a slight fluttering of the very highest palm fronds. Bounding the lawn, a short seawall to stem the tide. Bounding the wall, a calm expanse of corals and fishes. Bounding the calm, a dense reef. Beyond, the tumultuous blue, unbroken until New Zealand, 2500km distant. 

Diani approached slowly, casually. Most people moved very slowly in Fiji, we were learning. At the hermit crab races we’d come to realize the crustaceans were lightning-fast compared to locals—even while hauling their entire house!

Like most Crusoe staff, Diani wore a red floral shirt over shorts. Like most natives, he wore no shoes. And just for himself, he wore a frangipani blossom behind his ear. He was a slight man, dreamy in demeanor. 

“Bula,” he greeted. 

“Bula,” we replied. 

The tour was composed of us three: Diani, my wife, and myself. 

We wandered the grounds, which sloped upwards steeply from the sea. The area was replete with all manner of flowering trees and shrubs. There were dozens upon dozens presenting themselves to us. We waited eagerly for Diani to present them to us. Several we recognized, such as the papaya and banana trees. They were harvested daily for breakfast. (Nothing in the world is finer than a papaya plucked ripe from a tree.) After several minutes of aimless wandering, touching this shrub, caressing that tree, Diani stopped. His fingers traced the tufts of a red-on-orange flower, dripping down from boughs above. 

“This,” he began slowly. 

We leaned in. 

“Is beautiful,” he finished. 

And so it was. 

And so was the next item he ‘identified’ in the same manner. And the next. And the next. 

“So,” I began, stifling an urge to grin at the absurdity of the so-called tour. “Anything else we should know about?”

He paused in thought, slowly glanced this way and that. He raised a delicate hand and pointed south, to the sea. 

“Water,” he said. He spun his hand in a lazy circle, added, “Water all around.” 

“You don’t say,” I said. 

Finally, Diani gave a plant a name. He gestured upwards. We glanced up at a tall, slender palm tree. It was groaning under a load of coconuts. 

“Coconut,” he said. 

I nodded earnestly. 

“I must go,” he informed us then. “I have to host coconut class.” 

“Oh, do lead on,” I urged. 

My wife tugged at my arm, baffled that I would waste more of our precious vacation time. But after such a dazzling botanical tour, I was curious what Diani would have to say about coconuts. 

He casually led us down the hills, around the open-air dining room, around the open-air bar, down across the sloping lawn. Near the seawall, near a pile of coconuts, waited a cluster of resort guests. Among them was a couple from England of perhaps retirement age and also the couple from Newark.

Diani lowered himself to the ground beside the coconuts, sat cross-legged. He airily waved his hand in a slight circle, indicated us to do the same. We did so. He picked up a coconut. We wondered if we were to do so. Diani did not say. Instead, he grabbed a second coconut. He suddenly slammed them together with an unexpected CRACK! 

Having expertly struck the one upon the other, only the recipient coconut cracked. He held it up, above his head. Coconut milk poured into his waiting mouth. When the uneven torrent eased he gave it a shake for the final drops. The coconut spent, he tossed it aside. Then he got up and wandered off, leaving a pile of a dozen coconuts and a half dozen confused stares. 

The next botanical tour, it turned out, was to the mangroves. It was to also be hosted by Diani. As I knew nothing of mangroves and was eager for real knowledge, I inquired of the concierge if another host was available. 

Yes, he said. His name is Bob. 

And so it was we met Fiji Bob. And there, alone in the dark, muggy recesses of a mangrove swamp, he told us he had eaten someone. 

He was very matter-of-fact about it. 

“I see,” I said. Not having much experience with inquiring about such delicate subjects, I asked hesitantly, “So, uh, why’d you eat someone?” 

“I was very, very sick,” he answered. 

Newark man said nothing. 

“Too spicy?” I asked. “I’ve met a few people I’d like to think are spicy.”

Bob didn’t say anything. 

“Come on,” I chided. “You’ll have to do better than that. I want to know what it’s like to eat a person.” 

“I didn’t eat a person,” he answered defensively. “Just his hand.”

Newark woman made some guttural noises. 

“And you got sick,” I pressed. 

“No, I was very sick before,” he clarified. “Very, very sick. The doctors didn’t know what was wrong.” 

I waited for more details, but none were forthcoming. My further prompts were met only with a shrugging of his eyes. 

“Drop it,” my wife whispered fiercely. 

I dropped it. 

The remainder of the mangrove tour was not about cannibalism, but mangroves. Like Diani, Bob didn’t seem to know much about the local flora. His special knowledge of the local fauna he kept to himself. 

That afternoon my wife and I found ourselves at the open-air bar, partaking of cocktails with chunks of fruit on them. That tends to happen when we’re on tropical islands. We listened to the music from a duo of local men. Like everyone else, they wore red floral shirts, shorts, and no shoes. And like everyone else, they were chill. In fact, they were even more chill than the others. They hung out at the bar all day, playing guitar, singing, and occasionally handling the use of the resort’s complimentary watercraft and snorkel gear. Though of middle age, the slender, relaxed-looking men were affectionately called the Coco Boys. The bar was called Coco’s. The bartender was called Mary. 

Mary was a local gal, perhaps forty, with a short hugging of curls, expressive eyes and a large smile. In fact she had large everything. She was nearly my height (six-foot-one) and thick and powerful. Her hands were massive, meaty, and wonderful. 

We’d enjoyed those wonderful hands earlier on the beach, receiving the best massage in the history of massages. Her palms were exceedingly rough—not knobby in the manner of callouses, but uniform in the manner of sharkskin. The slide of Mary’s hands over our skin was bracing as a rub from a loofa. 

So it was my wife got her beach, and more. 

Aurelia and I sipped our drinks, watched Mary’s wonderful hands manipulate fruit into adornment.

I asked her if Mary was the name her parents gave her at birth, or if it was something she adopted to make it easier on us tourists. 

I chose the name of Mary, mother of Jesus, she replied earnestly. Christianity is wonderful. 

I asked her why she thought so. 

It taught us that cannibalism is wrong, she answered. 

We pondered quietly whether or not Bob was Christian. 

He seems too chill to be a cannibal, opined my wife.

I concurred. 

Speaking of chill, I noted, nodding uphill. Diani approached in his casual manner. We greeted him with an enthusiastic, “Bula, Diani!” 

He drifted right past us, not ignoring our greetings so much as not aware of them. 

Instead he walked up to a large log. It was perhaps six feet long and a solid two feet in diameter, barkless and burnished from use of some kind. It was mounted to the deck securely. Against it rested a thick stick about the length of a baseball bat. Diani took it up the stick delicately, as if fondling a flower. He teased it a moment, then suddenly brought the cudgel violently crashing down onto the log—once, twice. 

THWACK! THWACK!

We felt the blows from ten feet away, through the log, across the deck, up our stools, and into our bowels. 

“Happy, Or!” he bellowed. 

‘Or what?’ I had wondered the first night. Now I realized it was ‘or else.’

Now, suddenly, a man given to reverie like Diani seemed lethal, seemed capable of eating us. A glance at Mary brought her wonderful hands into fresh perspective.

I resolved on the morrow to see if this whole cannibalism thing was for real. How? Why, follow the footsteps of one Thomas Baker, of course. 
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Relax; this was a reenactment. 










4. A Special Fork



“THIS MORNING WE witnessed a shocking spectacle. Twenty dead bodies of men, women and children were brought as a present. They were distributed among the people to be cooked and eaten. The children amused themselves by sporting with and mutilating the body of a little girl. A crowd of men and women maltreated the body of a grey-haired old man and that of a young woman.


“How true it is that the dark places of the earth are full of the habitations of cruelty.” 


—Reverend David Cargill. October 31, 1839. Rewa, Fiji.






The next day my wife and I were in a van, along with the two other couples who had enjoyed Diani’s verbose coconut class. Both couples—the retired Brits and the middle-aged New Jersians—were intent on shopping in the capital. We too wished to visit the capital, but not to shop. 

Our driver was Fiji Bob. 

Bob drove down the Queen’s Highway in the same distracted manner he drove the dive boat through Somosomo Bay. He focused less upon the road than he did on his cellphone. He rested the tool upon the shelf of his prodigious belly. So expansive was the surface area I was reminded of a food tray upon a car door at an old-fashioned drive-in diner. When he did glance up it was to gaze out the window—not the windshield, but the side window. There, to gaze down in wonder upon the weed-choked ditches with what appeared to be alarm. Some ditches were filled with pools of rainwater erupting stalks of taro. Most were just a mass of wild greenery. 

So too were the far hills, some in wide mounds and others in sharp peaks. All were fuzzy with stupendous green growth. Behind rose even higher peaks of green, and behind again stretched clouds heavy with rain. We could see the precipitation, and smell it through windows ajar. 

After perhaps forty minutes or so, we arrived in the capital. 

Suva is located on the island of Viti Levu, in the province of Rewa. The greater Suva area is home to 330,000 people, or about one-third of Fiji’s entire population. 

It is, in a word, nasty. 

Suva’s downtown is dense with automobiles spewing noxious fumes. Its harbor is dense with watercraft spewing noxious fluids. Its business district is packed with rather generic, rather rundown shopping complexes. Yet within you can find deals, especially in electronics. Such is what lured our fellow passengers. 

Bob nosed the van into a crowd of pedestrians loitering outside a nondescript three-story mall with the even less-descript name of MHCC. The crowd—a mass seemingly composed only of black and brown hands holding cellphones—parted reluctantly. 

The van’s door slid open. In wafted the stench of exhaust spiked with curry. Our fellow passengers departed reluctantly. 

Bob drove us onward, to the Thurston Gardens. The gardens were expansive, lined with trees. Mostly they were open grass. Arresting attention was an ornate European-style clock tower of drab gray stone. Beside it was a large gazebo of fresh white and yellow. Behind both slunk a low, salmon-colored structure with a gray roof. It was once the town hall. It was now the Fiji Museum. 

The van’s door slid open. In wafted the smell of damp greenery spiked with blossoms. My wife and I departed eagerly. 

The Fiji Museum had 12,000 reference books and 11,000 reference photographs. My wife and I had one hour. With this in mind, we passed by the first display. 

It was a battered, pitted wooden plank. The object itself was not engaging. The human drama it once bore witness to was. I liked how knowledge made even the most mundane object wondrous. It was this love of knowledge that kept my life from despair. 

Rudder of the HMS Bounty, the sign read. 

We skimmed the offerings of the museum until we found the display case of my desire. 

Ai Cula Ni Bokola, the sign read. 

It was a fork. 

The fork was made of a rich red wood, with four prongs arranged not in a row, but in a square. At a glance it looked like a sculpture of a squid. 

Once bitten [sic] to death, the victim of the assault was dismembered and cooked on a fire pit and then distributed to the members of the tribe. But the Fijians had their own sets of values and, if eating human flesh was not prohibited or morally wrong, other behaviors or actions were restricted. The head of the community chiefs, and priests, were considered too holy to touch. For this reason, attendants to the ceremony had to feed them with these precious wooden forks with which they would pick the roasted flesh. 

The signs further went on to emphasize that cannibals rarely ate white people. I thought that was funny. The whole world recognizes how us white folks think it’s always about us!

Beside it was a second display, a second fork. This fork had a darker, richer wood. This sign had a bit more information. 

Cannibal fork used in eating some of Mr. Baker’s flesh. 

Time for answers!

It continued by telling the tale:

Reverend Thomas Baker was a Methodist missionary who lived in Fiji in the 1860s. Of more relevance to my seeking answers, Reverend Thomas Baker was a Methodist missionary who died in Fiji in the 1860s. Specifically, 1867. He was the last ‘official’ victim of cannibalism. And, for what it’s worth, the only Caucasian. 

There had always been tension between natives and foreign missionaries. The latter were, after all, uninvited. Regardless, a few locals did convert. One was chief of a small island called Bau. Apparently feeling emboldened by Christ, he subsequently declared himself king of all Fiji. The other chiefs disagreed. The chief of nearby Navuso, in particular, felt it was time to take care of business once and for all. He offered a prize to whomever took out the instigator, this Reverend Baker. 

The prize was called a tabua. It was the tooth of a sperm whale, polished and oiled. Very important, those polished and oiled teeth of sperm whales. Chiefs were judged mightily by how many they owned. They were even buried with them, along with their favorite war clubs and strangled wives. The prize was offered from village to village, under the condition they kill the white man who followed. As there was only one white man daring to venture away from the coast, it was sure to be Reverend Baker. 

As the missionary traveled further inland, word of the bounty made its way to his group. His native followers urged him to cease his quest for more souls, especially as he traveled unarmed. The reverend refused, writing: I feel every confidence in going about among the heathens … trusting alone in God for defense. I believe I shall be secure.

Facts are greater than belief. 

True, most chiefs declined to accept the terms for the coveted tabua. So it was with Chief Wawabalavu. That is, until Reverend Baker snatched a comb from the chief’s hair. A chief’s head, as the sign noted, was not for touching. So sacred were said heads you couldn’t touch one even if it was eating you: hence the special fork. 

The reverend and most of his Fijian followers were clubbed to death and decapitated with an axe. 

Wawabalavu’s ai cula ni bokola was used soon after. 
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Ai cula ni bokola; a cannibal fork










5. Up the River



“TWO MEN THAT were taken alive in the war at Viwa were removed from thence to Kamba, to be killed. The Bau chief told his brother—who had been converted to our mission—the manner in which he intended them to be killed. His brother said to him: ‘That will be very cruel. If you will allow the men to live, I will give you a canoe.’ The Bau chief answered: ‘Keep your canoe. I want to eat men.’”


The cruel deed was then perpetrated. The men doomed to death were made to dig a hole in the earth for the purpose of making a native oven, and were then required to cut firewood to roast their own bodies.


—Jagger, Methodist missionary. 1844, Fiji.






The time came for the meat of my mission. (Puns! I’ve got them.) I had made arrangements to leave the coast, to go inland. I was following the footsteps of the ill-fated missionary Thomas Baker. 

Rather, we were. My wife wanted to join me. Okay, okay; my wife hadn’t wanted to join me. She’d wanted to relax on the beach. That was why she was here. But the beach was not why I was here. Rather than go our separate ways, I convinced her to join me on my adventure. Okay, okay; I whined until she relented. 

The plan was to leave civilization, to go upriver to a small native village. There, to observe natives in their, well, native element. To gauge, once and for all, whether or not these people had it in them to eat the flesh of men. 

How did I arrange all this? 

Why, Bob, of course. 

He drove us away from the Fiji Museum, along with a fresh load of passengers. They were not paying customers, but acquaintances of his. They too were large and generally indifferent. But unlike most natives, having come from the city, they wore shoes. 

We exited the capital, turned onto the Queen’s Highway. A half-hour passed. Then we turned off the Queen’s Highway. More time passed. We were surrounded by deepening jungle now. It was dense and dripping. I realized the distant rainclouds had not come to us, but the other way around. 

Like at the mangrove swamp, Bob was taking us in. 

And then, suddenly, he wasn’t. 

Bob pulled the van over to the side of the road. He did so without warning, almost overshooting the crumbling asphalt of the shoulder. The van slid to a halt, to the skitter of gravel, to the plink of it dropping into a water-logged ditch. The drum of gentle rain on the roof. 

Blinking in surprise, my wife and I peered through the fogging windows. So did the other passengers. Then we peered at each other. We were confused, all of us. 

“Everybody out!” Bob commanded. He thrust open the door, then had to use his hands to physically wrestle his ponderous belly out from behind the steering wheel. 

“What—” I began.

“Out!” he repeated forcefully. 

We obeyed, all of us. From the others came a litany of grumblings, for such prodigious girth to exit the vehicle was most awkward. Soon all of us stood in the rain, glancing about. The jungle was still dense and dripping. Now we were, too. 

Bob thrust a huge finger towards the trees and spoke over the rain. “Look,” he boomed. He had to boom, for the rain was increasing in all manner of volume. 

We looked, all of us. We saw nothing of particular note. 

“Banana,” Bob said. 

Some twenty meters yonder was, indeed, a banana tree. It was easily identifiable, though the upward-pointing bunch was green and yet to swell. 

Then came a most surprising sound. It was loud and long and loose. I was reminded of the sound of ripping cloth, if it was of loose stitch and soggy. I looked about, stunned at what I was hearing. The others looked about, too. All but Bob. He seemed oddly intent—and not upon the banana tree. 

The smell of rancid pork wafted over us, with a hint of curry. (Long pig?)

“Everybody in!” Bob commanded, spinning on his heel and returning to the van. 

Aurelia glared at me. Her hair, plastered to her head, made her look like a wet chicken. An angry wet chicken. 

I too was beginning to question my decision to rely on Bob to take us off the beaten path. I was glad he didn’t cut loose in the packed vehicle, but there was no reason to drag us all out into the rain!

Bob then drove us to somebody’s house. 

It was a small structure, looking like any other house in any other neighborhood in any other city of any other country—except that it was in the middle of the jungle. The house and its neighbors were sometimes large, sometimes small, but all had lots of windows with curtains. They were sometimes fenced, sometimes open, but all had lots of laundry hanging out to dry. As it was raining, the laundry had a long way to go. The roofs were flat, some of corrugated iron, others with a roof-top deck. A ditch snaked around the properties, filled with murky water and the vibrant green stalks of taro. 

“Go inside and wait,” Bob said. “He’ll be here soon for you.” 

Bob and his companions then departed, as did the rain. I was happy to see both go. Rain I could handle, but I didn’t want to meet Bob again—him enabling our return to civilization notwithstanding. 

In we went, Aurelia and I. 

Inside was dark, lit only by gray daylight through the curtained windows. The floor plan was very open, more commune than house. The floor itself was tiled, as were the walls. A huge pile of greenery rose up from the floor, separating the kitchen from the living room. They were taro stalks and leaves. They also filled a tabletop. There too was an elderly woman wearing a sarong. She chopped the leaves with a deft hand—a very old, deft hand, wielding a very old, homemade knife. She didn’t even look at what—or where—she chopped. She was too intent on the gameshow on TV. Once chopped to her liking, the leaves were stuffed in a plastic bag. 

Ah, but it was not plastic. The exterior read: Bula! I’m biodegradable. I’ll help keep your planet clean & green. Easy! Helping secure a cleaner Fiji for everyone. (Eight years later, America still hasn’t figured out how to do this.)

We waited quietly in the kitchen, wondering if we should offer to assist the woman in her work. I felt like it was the courteous, or at least chivalrous, thing to do. I also knew that many cultures would have found a man offering to do women’s work highly suspicious. I toyed with offering my wife to assist, but didn’t want to deal with the fallout of that. The dilemma was made moot by the arrival of our guide. 

A young man of robust energy and big smiles introduced himself as Taito. He was thick as men go, but not as Fijian men go. He wore a necklace of shells over a brilliant blue tropical shirt over blue shorts. He was barefoot, of course. 

Taito provided us lifejackets. They were ostensibly white, but mostly drab-and-dirty color. We put them over our heads and followed him outside. He led us across the street to a riverbank. After waiting for Aurelia to place a fresh blossom behind her ear, we clambered down into a waiting boat. 

The boat was exceedingly long and narrow with a lethal-looking, tapered point. We were ordered to sit in the back, just in front of Taito manning the outboard motor. Half-a-dozen rows preceded us, each wide enough for a couple. All remained empty, providing an unparalleled view. And what a view it was. To misquote Diani, “Jungle all around.” 

With a noisy rumble the boat pulled away from the bank. With a noisy roar it muscled upriver. The river was wide and brown and filled with wave-churning boulders. I pondered its depths. Numerous waterfalls cut the jungle. I pondered their heights. And I pondered its history. 

This was the infamous Wainitonuve River, up which Reverend Baker canoed to his doom. Or it was the Wainikoroilova River. I kept getting them mixed up. Okay, okay; I didn’t know if this was the river Baker used or not. All I knew was that our village destination was the convergence of the Wainitonuve and Wainikoroilova rivers, a tiny place called Namuamua. I had Googled it, but the map shown online was most definitely not what I was looking at now. Further, it called the river Rewa. I could not verify where we were or where we were going because there was no cell reception out here. So whether or not we were following Baker’s footsteps, it was undeniable that we were going in. 

An hour of twists and turns later and the jungle opened into low, rolling hills. The river cut a meter-high bank into one of them. The gentle slope was exuberant with grass and decorated by neat rows of flowering shrubs and bristling palms. Further up, close to the hill’s brow, rose a cluster of giant bures. Their peaked, thatched roofs glowed in the newly-arrived sun. 

Taito drove the longboat parallel to the sloppy embankment, then nosed into it. He held the boat in place by revving the engine. He ordered us out. We complied and waited in the mud for directions. 

“You must be greeted before entering the village,” Taito said, handing me a parcel wrapped in banana-leaf. “Give him this.” 

“What is it?” I asked, hefting it, bulky but lightweight. 

“A gift of kava will gain you entry into the village,” he explained. “You will be greeted by the village elder, so show him respect. I’ll be back to pick you up in three hours. I hope you’re here.” 

With that Taito departed, leaving us alone at the edge of the isolated native village. 
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The author and his wife foolishly going in.










6. The Native Village



“A CANOE WAS wrecked and many of the occupants succeeded in swimming to shore. They were taken and overs were at once prepared in which to roast them. The poor wretches were bound ready for the ovens and their enemies were waiting anxiously to devour them. Some, however, could not wait until the ovens were sufficiently heated, but pulled the ears off the wretched creatures and ate them raw.”


—Reverend John Watsford, November 6, 1846. Ono, Fiji.






Behold: Namuamua. Home to some 250 people. 

This was a native village unaffected by modernity, invisible to cellphones and internet and television, bereft of electrical grid. A village inaccessible by paved roads, to government authorities. A village allowing outsiders only recently after thousands of years of warfare and cannibalism. 

A gravel path extended straight up to the village. It was neatly tended and lined with short, yellow-leafed shrubs. Standing midway upon it was a man. He was of medium stature and thick build, much of both fat and muscle. He wore a long grass skirt with matching tufts on his thick biceps. Around his neck was a necklace of long teeth. They glowed white against his dark skin. He was barefoot, of course. 

We approached him. He eyeballed us cautiously. 

Two others came trotting down the gravel path. Their attire was same as the elder, as was their cautious eyeballing. But the grass tufts encircling their arms were much, much bigger. They had to be, to wrap around arms that size. 

Pacific Islanders are big, powerful people. Think 6’5” Dwayne ‘The Rock’ Johnson, or 6’4” Jason ‘Aquaman’ Momoa. So it was with these men. Though of black skin, they otherwise were amazingly similar to my comparative namesakes, one with a shaved head and the other long, flowing locks. Their great size and bulging muscles and ceremonial warpaint didn’t intimidate me so much. (Which is honestly inexplicable, but for sheer stupidity.) But their weapons? Those intimidated me. 

‘Dwayne’ casually cradled a Fijian war club. It looked like a beefy hockey stick weighted by a head with a spike. The extra heft and spike were designed to pierce a skull with a single blow. ‘Jason’ casually leaned upon a Fijian spear. It was wickedly barbed at both ends. I didn’t get a good look at it because Jason butt in between us. He turned his back to me to better focus on Aurelia. She gazed up at him with big, adoring eyes. 

The elder was waiting. 

I presented the gift of kava. 

“Bula!” he said to me warmly. He smiled broadly.

“Bula!” Dwayne said to me warmly. He smiled broadly.

“Bula!” Jason said to my wife warmly. He smiled devilishly.

What he liked about my wife, presumably, was her looks. She was petite and pretty and wore a bold, bleach-blond pixie cut. Her dress was even more bold, being of shocking, electric colors. She was utterly unlike anyone else on the island. 

Before I knew it, he was escorting her up the path to the village. I trailed lamely after. 

In the village I saw no individual or isolated houses. Nobody wants to be alone, antisocial, or greedy. This was a communal society, where all owned everything. It was claimed by some that Reverend Baker died because he did not understand this. That story claims he forgot his comb in the room in which he slept. Others, upon later finding it, delivered it to the chief as a curiosity. He put it in his hair. When Baker later saw it he snatched it back. This was unwise, as he snatched it back directly from the chief’s sacred head. 

We wandered around freely, as to be invited in meant Namuamua was now our home, too. It was a nice gesture. In the west, we tend to view guests with a little more reserve. We might say “my house is your house” but we think “guests are like fish: after three days both stink.” 

While Aurelia found herself most enchanted by Jason, I found myself most enchanted by the school. I was gratified by how large and revered it was. Unlike most structures, which were of the bure style, this was of western design. I peered in through the windows, noted with delight the lessons on the walls. English was everywhere, as the children were taught it to get ahead in the modern world. And there were more science textbooks in that single schoolhouse than in all of Alabama. 

Soon we were escorted to the community hall. This was a massive bure, the thatched ceiling a lofty forty feet above. The walls were of bamboo, the floor of woven mats. The chamber was void of furnishings but for a row of tables along one wall. Upon them were crafts for sale, made by the villagers. Milling about the goods were a dozen other tourists. From an ancient man I bought a mask etched with the word ‘bula’. 

The elder entered, flanked by Dwayne and Jason, as well as two other warriors of equally impressive build. The elder clapped his big hands loudly, then sat cross-legged at the head of the chamber. Behind him loomed his four warriors. We were invited to sit and hear a history of the village. Noting the commanding, yet kindly mien of the elder, we were all eager. A semi-circle formed around him. 

After the mildly interesting lesson he clapped again. We were invited to witness a warrior dance. Noting the fierce countenance of the warriors, not all of us were so eager. A triangle formed behind me. Not even my wife sat at my side. 

This did not bode well. 

The four huge warriors fanned out into a line of pure, manly lethality. Jason stood directly before me. He gave Aurelia a huge smile. I resisted the urge to turn and see if she returned it. Regardless, his attention was then trained entirely on me. 

The dance began, men moving this way and that, whirling weapons. It was incredibly intimidating. It was designed to be incredibly intimidating. Flashing grass skirts, flashing muscles. Guttural screams and howls, thunderous blows upon the floor. Had it been conducted by children it would have been intimidating. Being enacted by those men, it was terrifying. 

Suddenly all four warriors rushed forward. We felt the pounding of each footfall through the floor like an earthquake. Three of them surged into empty space, expertly brandishing their weapons with thrusts into the air. But Jason came right at me—lightning fast—and thrust his spear down with astonishing brutality. 

I thought of a comedy movie, where an arrow, say, strikes right between a man’s legs, quivering a mere inch or two from his most precious stuff. This was like that. But this wasn’t an arrow. It was a barbed spear, thrust between my legs with more impact than a pile driver. I felt the blow from mere inches away, through the floor, up my buttocks, and into my testicles. They shriveled in retreat, dried up, probably blew away. 

And then he was gone, spinning back into line. 

The four superb specimens of athleticism stood still, panting with flaring nostrils, sweat dripping off rippling muscles. The dance was over. 

Applause erupted from all the tourists—all but for one. 

I was furious. 

No doubt Jason thought he was being cheeky. No doubt he had been in perfect control. But he had missed impaling my crotch by less than a foot. My anger wasn’t about bruised ego. I was angry about such a severe lack of safety. I get off on adventure, not adrenaline. Jason sooo didn’t care. Annoyingly, neither did Aurelia. She was flattered by his fierce attention. 

I was assuaged by food. 

Lunch was from an earthen oven called a lovo. Other nations of Oceania had their own names—imu to Hawaiians, umu to Samoans, hāngdi to Maori. They’re all the same combination of earth, fire, banana leaves, and love. 

First, a pit is dug into the earth. Inside a fire is made. Atop the wooden embers is placed food, wrapped in banana leaves. Atop this is piled more banana leaves. Atop this is piled more earth. The food is half roasted, half steamed, half smoked. (Three halves equal one awesome.)

The foods have a system, too. Meat is placed on the bottom. Locals are keen on big ol’ fish—and I do mean big—but tourists prefer chicken or pork. On top are root vegetables. Locals are keen on taro and cassava, but tourists prefer … well, anything not a vegetable. (We’re on vacation, after all.)

Having cooked several hours, the food was succulent to the extreme. Pork fell off the bone. Chicken breasts were cut with a fork. The taro and cassava roots were not chalky, but almost creamy. The flavor of each item had a similar element, a banana-steaminess. It was as unique and enchanting as the islands from which it hailed and was served. Everything was insanely delicious. If they had served me not pig, but long pig, I wondered if I would have cared. 

My goal in visiting a remote native village was to get a sense of the people. I wanted to gauge whether or not they were capable of cannibalism. True, this was not a scientific approach, but I still got my answer. Clearly not all Fijians are chill. 

And I was in danger. 

No, I was not in danger of losing my life. You see, it turns out the men of Fiji—like men the world over—were in charge of grilling, or smoking, or lovo-ing, the meat. Jason had been master of today’s oven. I was in danger of losing my wife!
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My wife impatiently waiting for lovo goodness.










7. High on Kava



THE FLESH WAS either baked whole in the ovens, or cut up and stewed in the large earthenware pots they use for cooking. Certain herbs were nearly always cooked with the flesh, either to prevent indigestion or as a sort of savor stuffing—I know not which. The cooks who prepared it and placed it in the ovens filled the inside of the body with hot stones so that it would be well cooked all through.” 


—Alfred St Johnston. Camping Among Cannibals, Macmillan, 1883. Traveler, Fiji.



We sat upon wicker stools at the bamboo bar of Crusoe’s Retreat. The bartender was Mary—she of the wonderful hands. And those wonderful hands delivered unto us drinks with little umbrellas. We sipped at them, my wife and I, and discussed. We discussed what we liked best about Fiji. She liked the beaches, particularly the massages upon them, and the flowers, particularly the frangipani blossoms she wore in her hair. Girl stuff, I say! I, as a manly man, preferred the jungle hikes and the adventure of canoeing with natives upriver into unexplored lands. (The lack of a canoe or unexplored lands notwithstanding.) We both liked the food, in particular the lovo action. And, as declared earlier, there is truly nothing so special as a tree-ripened, freshly-picked papaya. 

THWACK! THWACK!

“Happy, or!” cried Diani. 

And we liked the happy hour at Coco’s Bar, we both agreed. We looked forward to listening to the Coco Boys’ music, to watching the sun set across Somosomo Bay. The musical duo was present, but they were not playing. 

THWACK! THWACK!

“Kava!” Diani added. 

He then proceeded to march up the hill, towards the clubhouse—march being a highly relative term in Diani’s case. The Coco Boys hefted their guitar and sauntered after. 

I looked to Mary, asked, “What’s kava?”

“Our island drink,” she answered. “You must try it! But be careful.” 

“Why?” I asked, suddenly alarmed. “It’s not psychoactive or anything, is it?”

She shrugged her broad shoulders, not recognizing the term. 

We finished our drinks, folded their little umbrellas as a sign of our dominance over inebriating beverages, and went uphill. 

The ceremony took place in the lobby of Crusoe’s Retreat. Cleared was a large corner. Unfurled was a woven mat. Enacting the ritual were two men from the neighboring village of Namaqumaqua: the Coco Boys. (As I never caught their names, I will call them the two most popular Fijian boy’s names, Ratu and Jone.)

Between the duo’s bare, extended legs waited a huge bowl. It was of solid wood construction, smooth and simple and attractive. In diameter it was a full meter, in depth nearly two feet. Six sturdy legs stabilized it. 

Six too was the number of guests. Soon bestriding the bowl were the British couple, the New Jersey couple, and ourselves. It felt as if we were the only visitors to the resort. (Part of the charm was that Crusoe’s Retreat only offered eleven bures. The other guests—Australians all—spurned culture in favor of Coco’s Bar.)

Jone brought up a baggie, about the size of a pound of whole coffee beans. It was made of an organic-looking mesh and held some sort of powder. This he tossed into the bowl. Simultaneously Ratu, utilizing a plastic red bucket, poured warm water into the great bowl. Jone reached in, grabbed the bag and began squeezing, twisting, and slapping. Brown liquid poured over his hands as if he was washing them after a day working in muddy fields. 

“I can’t believe I’m doing this,” squeaked New Jersey lady. “There are major health concerns with this.”

“Oh?” I prompted. 

“Major,” she repeated with heavy emphasis. “It’s illegal in Canada and Europe.” 

“What is it?” I asked, noting with alarm the fluid filling the bowl. It was brownish-gray, like the dish of water used by potters to keep their hands wet. The thought of drinking that was not an agreeable one. 

“Drink first,” Ratu said. 

He offered a silver tray, laden with coconut shells neatly halved to form cups. We took them up with something less than enthusiasm. 

“Do first one fast,” Jone suggested. He dipped in his coconut to get a cupful of the brown fluid. The act was a messy one, and dirty-looking water dribbled everywhere. He downed the drink. Ratu filled and held up his own coconut, urging us each in turn. 

And so we drank. 

I was immediately struck by the flavor. It tasted like it looked. My stomach roiled, warning my brain that something was not right. Then, suddenly, my tongue swelled and protested, flopping like a fish out of water. Or so my brain suspected. In fact I did not know. My whole mouth had gone numb. The sensation was so acute I pushed a finger into my cheek, wondering if my jaw was still there. I felt ready for a root canal. 

“What is it?” I asked again, noting with concern that I slurred. 

“Pepper,” Ratu explained brightly. 

Specifically, kava is the ground root of the Piper methysticum plant. Traditionally the beverage was made by virgin women who chewed the root of the kava plant to make a pulp. This they would spit onto a leaf, over which they would pour water. Ah, the good ol’ days. Now it was less mouthy but equally messy. 

Oh, and drinking kava slows the signals going to your brain. 

We felt the euphoria real quick. Even after just one cup the more petite members of the circle were wobbling in their seats. When Ratu urged another round, most demurred. Not my dinky wife, however. She eagerly refilled. 

“Come on,” Ratu said. “Only the first is hard.” 

Jone took up his guitar, began strumming, began singing. They were tag-teaming us—successfully. We were cajoled into clapping along with the music, or singing along. 

Lured by the festivities, Diani and Bob gravitated towards us. They took up their own cups, but remained on the periphery of the group. Diani sipped at his beverage delicately, as if appreciating the finer details of earthy and bitter. Bob glugged down his concoction. 

For us guests, a few more cups were drunk, but for most two was enough. Bob took advantage of the hesitancy to slide forward—more like a lurch—for direct access to the kava bowl. He downed cup after cup. 

Songs and merriment flowed from numbed mouths. Stories were pushed for and shared. Most were banal. I fancied myself a phenomenal conversationalist, and thought it was time to take it up a notch. 

“So, Bob,” I said casually. “You never told me whose hand you ate.” 

The English lady spit out her kava. A perfectly reasonable thing to do, spitting out kava, but this was not prompted by the usual horror. 

The music stopped. All other conversation stopped. I swear I heard, somehow, from somewhere, a needle scratch a record. 

I didn’t really think Bob would answer, but he did. 

“I was very, very sick,” he began quietly, as if he were speaking only for himself. “Nobody knew what to do. My grandmother was very, very traditional. She believed our vu were telling her to give me the strength of one who no longer needed it.”

“Vu?” I prompted. 

“Vu are ancestral spirits,” Jone answered quickly. He gave Bob a glare—a look I’d never before seen on a Fijian—then added, “They are not for talking about. We are all Christian now.” 

“I know,” Bob defended. “It wasn’t me. It was my grandmother. She was of the old world. She took care of it. I was very, very young, but remember the oldest man in the village dying then. He was very, very old. Long after, I heard comments from my parents. I realized what had happened, what she did.” 

“So, uh, you got his mojo?” I asked. 

He shrugged with his eyes, then looked down into his cup. He swirled it, said softly, “Not sure. We didn’t do it right.”

“Didn’t use a people fork?”

Newark lady made noises. After spending a few days with her—peripherally, that is—I was not surprised by this. But Diani made noises too. This surprised me a great deal. Diani was a man who responded to outside stimuli was astonishing indifference. Indeed, he did not notice when he was being rained upon. Or, at least, he didn’t care. 

But he cared about what Bob was saying now. He began making flapping noises with his lips, evincing sheer hopelessness. And then, most stunning of all, he rose quickly to his feet and hauled Bob up with him. 

Within seconds they were gone. 

The Coco Boys looked at each other, clearly unsure of how to handle the situation. So they downed another cup of kava. Jone began strumming the guitar, while Ratu urged us to down another cup, too. 

But I put down my coconut shell. 

The guitar and songs didn’t fool me. This wasn’t alcohol, remember; it was pepper. We were being seasoned for the pot!
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Coco Boys casually preparing the kava goodness.










8. Empanadas of Man



“BETTER SLEEP WITH a sober cannibal than a drunken Christian.” 


—Herman Melville. Moby-Dick, Harper & Bros., 1851. 






The world is not even remotely as progressive as we might think. We haven’t moved on from things like missionaries and cannibalism. They aren’t things of the distant past, like 1867 (when Thomas Baker was killed). Nor a thing of the recent past, like 1991 (when Hannibal Lecter was hungry). These things have happened astonishingly recently. Specifically, November 2018.

Meet John Allen Chau. 

John was an American missionary. He was intent on converting souls to Christianity, come hell or high water. Or arrows. He got all three. 

He visited North Sentinel Island, off the coast of India. He was not supposed to. The natives had not had contact with the modern world, except to kill interlopers. (In 2006 they killed two fishermen who had gotten too close to the island.) To protect the natives from dangerous outside influence, such as smallpox and Christianity, India forbid outsiders from going there. Their coastguard regularly patrols the waters. 

John was undeterred. 

He hired a trio of local fishermen to take him there. Cash was enough to convince them it was the right thing to do. They sailed under cover of darkness, carefully avoiding the coastguard. They anchored offshore of the forbidden island. 

In the morning John made his attempt to contact, and subsequently convert, the Sentinelese. He kayaked to the beach in his underwear. He figured his lack of clothing would put them at ease. (It should be noted that men introducing themselves wearing only underwear never put anyone at ease.) He spied a hut and some dugout canoes, headed towards them. There he saw the natives. They too were mostly naked, wearing only yellow face-paint. They spoke amongst themselves in a language John described as “high-pitched sounds.”. Upon sight of John, they came rushing forward. 

From his kayak, he shouted, “My name is John! I love you and Jesus loves you!”

The natives immediately began stringing their bows. 

Wisely (for a change) he retreated. 

He tried again in the afternoon. This time he got as far as landing his kayak upon the beach. He laid out gifts and approached the hut he’d been chased from earlier. About half-a-dozen Sentinelese emerged and began to “whoop and shout”. John tried parroting their words back at them. This prompted a burst of laughter. 

John was undeterred. 

He preached from the Book of Genesis. 

A boy shot an arrow at him. It thunked into his Bible. Specifically, it thunked into page 933, Isaiah 63:5-65:2. (Details such as this John thought important enough to document.)

Wisely (for a change) he retreated. 

But the natives had taken his kayak. He was forced to swim nearly a mile against the tide to reach the fishing boat. 

That night, to his diary he wrote “I’m scared.” To his family he added “… but I think it’s worth it to declare Jesus to these people.” 

The next morning John asked the fishermen to depart. He figured arriving alone would make the Sentinelese more comfortable (underwear notwithstanding, I presume). Survival was enough to convince them it was the right thing to do. So they departed. They watched John reach the shore. 

They were the last to see John alive. 

But that’s not cannibalism, you say. That was in a far island, isolated, intentionally forbidding modernity. They can be forgiven because they don’t have cellphones and had not experienced the calming influence of social media. 

Meet Jorge Negromonte. 

Jorge was Brazilian. Like John, he was a religious zealot. In his case, the angels speaking in his head did not preach converting souls. They spoke of eradicating evil. This, the voices explained, could be achieved by stamping out evil and purifying it through sacred acts. 

So it was Jorge and his wife Isabel identified evil in the form of young women. They lured them to their house under the pretense of hiring a nanny. And there they enacted step one. As step one was stamping out evil, they did so. They murdered the women and dismembered them. 

Jorge, like John, found it necessary to document details he thought were important. Describing what happened to a seventeen-year-old identified only as Jessica, he wrote: “Looking at the now lifeless body of the evil adolescent, I feel relieved. I grabbed some sheet metal and began to remove all the skin and then divide her up … we dine on the flesh as a purification ritual. We bury the remainder in the patio.”

To make step two more palatable, they made empanada pastries of their victims’ flesh. 

They dined upon the human pastries, as well as served them to a friend. Worse, they also fed them to a five-year-old girl who lived with them. At least they made some cash from their act of saving the world from overpopulation; after eating their fill, they sold the remaining empanadas to their neighbors. 

Jorge and his co-conspirators were arrested in April, 2012. Police gathered the remains of two women from their property, but suspected them also of murdering six others. 

But enough with the morbidity. What interests me is not the death and stuff, but how little is understood of it. The world seems smaller than ever, but that doesn’t mean there aren’t a zillion nooks and crannies beyond our understanding. After all, Indonesia covers an area the size of the continental United States (it’s bigger than all of Europe). Fit into a map? Yes. Given a name? Yes. Given an entry in encyclopedias? Sure. But understood? Not at all. 

Fiji, for example, is not considered the most wild corner of the globe. For that you might look to Indonesia or Papua New Guinea, or the (no longer) untrammeled wilderness of the Amazon. 

So what do outsiders say about Fiji, they who originally called it the Cannibal Islands? 

Numbers tell the tale: 

Over 300 islands.

Over 1000 tribes. 

Nearly 1.3 million square kilometers. 

What about miles, you say? Do you really know how big that is if I did the math for you? (Don’t worry, I will: it’s about the size of Hawaii.) But in 2008 Hawaii received over seven million visitors. Fiji got half a million. That’s only 8%. That means a lot of empty beaches and a lot of jungles left in their original state. It means a lot of tribes with a lot of room to themselves. And that means a lot of grandmothers trying to help their families in every way they can. 

So what do locals say about Fiji, those who do know the place? 

On a mangrove tour Bob wouldn’t talk about mangroves. On a botanical tour Diani wouldn’t talk about plants. Both men were evasive about a great many things far less risqué than cannibalism. If nobody answers anything when they have every reason to, they certainly won’t answer anything if they have reason not to. Nowadays there seems to be an expert on everything, or a meta analysis to explain everything. But not on the issue of cannibalism. 

Realistically, Bob’s grandmother could have been a cannibal. She was born in a 19th century village, in a time when Fiji was rightly known as the Cannibal Islands. And, when desperate to protect her family when all else had failed, why wouldn’t she fall back upon tradition? 

So do I believe Bob really ate human flesh? No. 

But Bob believes it. 

When we first discussed the topic his eyes had a peculiar look to them. When discussing Fiji at large, his eyes were wandering, indifferent—they looked at his phone. But when I pressed him about cannibalism, his eyes were haunted, and looked away. Bob was desperate to ease his guilt. He let slip a hint when emboldened by the darkness of the mangroves. He let loose the details when inebriated by kava. For Fiji Bob, the sacred kava ceremony was not a means of becoming one with others. It was a means of separating himself from himself. 

Man is the only creature who blushes—or has need to, wrote Mark Twain. 

After my experience in Fiji, I would adapt the quote by swapping ‘blushes’ for ‘regrets’. Escapism is a behavior unique to humans. It’s a very common behavior, the world over. I guess it’s a reminder that cannibals are people too. 




[image: ]

What? It’s not an empanada. 
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The meat, the fire, and the cooks.
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“Mugulu, how often have I told you not to play with your food?”
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